
January 27, 2009: Meeting with President Obama
Tuesday, 27 January 2009 21:26

Meeting with President Obama:  Today at noon, President Obama came up to Capitol Hill to
meet with the 178 Republicans in the House. First, I was impressed because he was on time.
OK, it’s a little thing but it is a little pet peeve of mine. President Bush was always on time and
sometimes early. Governor Gray Davis was always late when I was in the California legislature.

  

But I digress. Then, it took a few minutes while Members of Congress went up to him to get his
signature. Yes, your representatives are no different from everyone else when it comes to
famous memorabilia either. Once all that was dispensed with, we got down to business. The
President spoke for about 15 minutes and then took questions for half an hour. 

  

Let me first say how impressive a man he is. I have never been in a small room with him before.
He is very poised and confident and seems genuine. I doubt that there was a person in the
room who did not come away from the meeting liking him. I never met President Clinton, but he
had a reputation for his ability to charm a room. A fellow Congressman who had served during
the Clinton presidency told me that as good as Bill Clinton was (and maybe still is), he thought
that Obama was better. I might add that that kind of warmth and connection with a crowd may
be part of what gets you elected president. As awkward as President Bush 43 often seemed on
TV, in person in a small group, he too, was very warm, genuine, and likeable. Furthermore, the
President’s grasp of the stimulus bill and the challenge that we face were thorough.  The
atmosphere was cordial, and every question or comment was very respectful of the man and his
office. 

  

But in the end, I don’t think he changed any minds in the room, and I don’t think we changed
his. I will be surprised if there is even one Republican vote in the House for the $825 billion bill
as it is currently written.

  

We Republicans want to do a stimulus too. But we fundamentally believe that most of what is in
this bill will not be stimulative. Infrastructure spending can create downstream jobs but
increasing government buildings and adding more bureaucrats will not. Although tax cuts can
be stimulative, giving money to people who pay no federal income tax, while at the same time
refusing to cut taxes for the people who pay the most, and who could invest the most, is not
stimulative. For his part, the President just disagrees. He admits that the bill has some spending
in it that he doesn’t want either, but that the legislative process creates such things. He believes
that people who pay payroll taxes but do not pay income tax still pay taxes and those taxes
should be rebated. He also believes that spending will create more jobs than tax cuts or
purchase incentives. 
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We Republicans believe that the enormous cost and the related borrowing are not worth the
marginal benefit that will be achieved from this program and will actually retard growth in the
future as this debt is paid back or as interest costs mount. Economics is an art and not a
science, so there is, of course, room for disagreement.

  

Here are a few other tidbits from the meeting:

    
    -  The President believes that the “lost decade” of Japan is a more relevant comparison to
the current economic situation than the great depression. He believes that the Japanese
government did not act decisively enough to end their crisis.   
    -  He says that the stimulus is only the “first in a range” of actions that government must take
to manage this recession. So, expect more rescues or bailouts or spending bills after this. 
 
    -  He acknowledged that we will have “unsustainable” levels of debt and deficit after this. His
budget in February will require pain all around to deal with that. It was clear that the budget will
include tax increases at some point. I would ask why are we spending more now to spend less
later and cutting some taxes now only to soon raise them on someone else?   
    -  Quiping to avid golfer and Republican leader, John Boehner (R-OH), who said his attitude
towards his golf game, was “yes we can”.   

  

We are not going to agree on this bill. I hope that this meeting laid the foundation for agreement
on other things in the future. 

  

Tomorrow is the vote in the House on this big spending bill. You will hear from me for the final
time this week after that vote.

  

Until tomorrow, I remain respectfully,

  Congressman John Campbell  
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